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A signalling system and a method for controlling the service at 
a restaurant' 

The invention relates to a signalling system for controlling the 
service at a restaurant where a guest at e.g. a counter can 
order a product, such as a hot meal for later handing over. 

At restaurants as for example cafeterias, it is common practise 
that the guests order and pay for the wanted products at a 
counter to later receive the products in return for a coupon 
which the guest was originally given as receipt and which has a 
code in the form of normally a number for identification of the 
order . 



The ordered product can e,g. be a hot meal which has to be 
prepared first. When the food is ready, contact must be 
established with the guest in order for the hot meal to be 
handed over as soon as possible. This can e.g. take place by one 
of the staff trying to deliver the ordered hot meal to the 
20 relevant guest at a specific table. However, this process is 
demanding and difficult to carry out with certainty as it can be 
difficult to distinguish one guest from the other in passing. 

A less demanding method for establishing contact with the guest 
25 consists in calling out the code in the room by means of e.g. a 
loudspeaker. Thereby, the guest's attention is drawn to the fact 
that he or she can now fetch the hot meal him- /herself at the 
counter. However, the method is noisy and therefore an 
inconvenience for the guests present. It can furthermore be 
difficult to quite make out the code when there are other guests 
nearby who are talking in a more or less loud manner, or when 
there is music at the restaurant. Thereby, misunderstandings can 
arise and there is a risk of the product being given to the 
wrong guest. 



These disadvantages can be relieved to some extent by means of 
another known method where the code is shown on one or more 
display panels when the product is ready for handing over. 
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However, this method is troublesome to the guest who has to keep 
his attention directed to the display panel during the period of 
waiting and in this connection, often has to turn round in order 
to be able to see the display panel. The solution is therefore 
5 not ideal. When several codes appear on the display panel at the 
same time, which often is the case, this can furthermore easily 
cause misunderstandings and confusion. 

A more discrete solution could be that the guest stated his 
10 selected table number when ordering the product, and that the 
staff subsequently signalled, by means of e.g. a signal lamp on 
the table, to the guest that the product is now ready for 
handing over. However, this method is not very expedient as the 
guest first have to find and occupy a table, and this can be 
15 difficult to do in an especially crowded room. At restaurants 
arranged in such a v/ay that the guest first orders the product 
and then finds a table, the method is almost inapplicable. If 
there are several guests at one table, the guests can 
furthermore have trouble finding out for whom the signal is 
20 really intended. 

The object of the invention is to provide a signalling system of 
the kind mentioned in the opening paragraph, which is more 
secure, effective, and convenient to use than known so far, and 
25 which at the same time is functioning without disturbing the 
guests present. 

The novel and unique features according to the invention, 
whereby this is achieved, is the fact that the system comprises 

30 at least one transmitter arranged to, upon operation, emit 
wireless signals that represent a number of predetermined codes; 
and a number of indicators each having its own receiver which is 
preceded individually with one of the codes for, upon receipt of 
a wireless signal representing the respective code, activating a 

35 caller belonging to the indicator to, with a sovmd and/or light 
signal, call a guest who has been given the indicator in 
question in connection with his order. 
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By means of this signalling system, a guest can conveniently sit 
dovm at any table and if needed also move to another table after 
the order has been given as the guest is now bringing a handed- 
over indicator bearing the code which corresponds to the order. 
5 When the product is ready to be handed over, the staff activates 
the indicator which thereby is made to emit a light or sound 
signal for attracting the attention of the guest. The guest can 
then go to the counter and in return for the indicator receive 
his product, or alternatively have the staff serve the product 
10 at the table. 
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The signalling system is functioning in a very discrete manner. 
It is furthermore customer-related in such a way that the 
possibility of mistakes being made is almost completely 
eliminated. The only demand is that the staff makes the 
transmitter emit a signal that represents the correct code when 
the product is ready for handing over. 

The operation of the transmitter can advantageously take place 
by means of a remote control which has a keyboard for entry of 
the code which in each individual case corresponds to the 
ordered product. 

When the transmitter is placed high up by the ceiling above the 
tables of the restaurant, the advantage is obtained in that the 
transmitter can cover fairly many tables at the same time. 

The transmitter can be functioning according to any suitable 
principle, for example with radio waves or electromagnetic 
coupling with use of the wire loop principle. 



In a particularly preferable embodiment, infrared pulse 
technique is used. On ordering, the guest is instructed to place 
the handed-over indicator freely on his table in such a way that 
35 operative contact can be established from infrared transmitters 
on the ceiling of the room with the indicator which then reacts 
selectively when the transmitter emits the specific signal that 
represents the code which corresponds to the ordered product. 
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An indicator can conveniently be in the form of a preferably 
flat disc with a housing containing the receiver and the caller, 
and a battery for via a switch supplying the receiver and the 
caller with current. On the outside of the house, there can 
5 furthermore be placed a text and/or illustration which at least 
includes the distinctive mark of the respective code in the form 
of e.g. a niomber. 

These discs will be more expensive to manufacture than simple 
10 coupons but they will not be very liable to disappear because of 
theft or forgetfulness. This is partly due to the fact that the 
discs cannot easily be used by others, partly that it is natural 
that the discs which the guest receive upon ordering must be 
given back when the guest later fetches the ordered product even 
15 if it was paid for somewhere else. Besides, the discs can be 
manufactured relatively inexpensively in mass production. If the 
discs are provided with advertising imprints, the loss of a few 
discs will moreover not mean any noticeable loss as the discs 
will still be an advertising medium. 
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As long as the battery of the disc is permanently connected, it 
will run down even if the disc is not actively in use. In order 
to make the battery last as long as possible, the signalling 
system can therefore advantageously comprise a magazine in which 
the discs are stacked on top of each other along a magnetic list 
for disconnecting the battery connection of the disc by magnetic 
action of a switch in the form of typically a red-switch. 

The discs are expediently put in the magazine from above and 
taken out from the bottom. When a disc is removed from the 
magazine, the switch will no longer be exposed to the magnetic 
action, and the switch therefore reconnects the battery so that 
the disc again is brought in operative condition and therefore 
again can be used as an indicator of a guest. 

At the bottom, the magazine can have a stop for supporting the 
stack of discs, and this stop can be arranged in such a way that 
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one and only one disc can be taken out of the magazine at a 
time. 

There will be no need for any call to the individual discs as 
long as they are in the magazine which therefore advantageously 
can be placed at or between the ordering and the delivery 
position (if these are not the same) so that the magazine is 
filled at the delivery position and the discs are removed one at 
a time at the ordering position. 



The signalling system can be arranged to be able to sustain the 
call signal to the individual disc for a relatively long time by 
means of e.g. a form of scanning where the system in a number of 
pulse sequences is able to sustain short, repeated call signals 
15 to all of the last handed-over discs for a period of time which 
can be fixed according to different criteria. 

In a preferred embodiment, discs are however used that in a 
self-sustaining way will generate their alarm signal. for 

20 example short showers of flashes from a light -emitting diode, 
once they have been triggered by command signals and right until 
they have been passivated by returning to the magazine. Usually, 
the guests will react fairly quickly to the first "ready 
signal', which means that the batteries will only be drained for 

25 a relatively short period at a time. The command signals can 
then be sustained for a relatively short period, e.g. 10-15 min. 
If needed, the discs can have a timer that stops the signalling 
after a fixed longer period, e.g. % hour, if the discs are not 
returned to the magazine before this. 

30 

However, the invention is not limited to any specific technique 
of activating the discs as other solution models can be chosen 
including in combination that the signalling of the discs is 
only self-sustaining for a short period of time. e.g. one 
35 minute, after which they can demand reactivation from the 
transmitter equipment just as often. The command signal can then 
be suppressed after a certain prescribed time or by registering 
the arrival of the discs to the magazine. 
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In an alternative embodiment, discs can be used that do not have 
batteries. In this case, a specific "waiting location" for the 
discs is prescribed. The location can e.g. be a clearly marked 
central area on the table. The disc can then be supplied with 
5 current from an induction coil placed under said central area. 

The invention also relates to a method for controlling the 
service at a restaurant where a guest at e.g. a counter can 
order a product, such as a hot meal for later handing over. The 

10 novel and unique features of this method according to the 
invention consist in the fact that the guest upon ordering 
receives an indicator with an individually precoded wireless 
receiver, that the staff, when the product is ready to be handed 
over, by means of a transmitter emits a signal which represent 

15 the code of the issued indicator, that the receiver thereby 
activates a caller belonging to the indicator, which, with e.g. 
a sound and/or light signal, calls the guest who then receives 
the ordered product in return for the indicator. 

20 The invention will be explained in greater detail below, 
describing only an example of an embodiment with reference to 
the drawing, in which 

Fig. 1 is a schematic view of a block diagram of a signalling 
25 system according to the invention. 

Fig. 2 is a schematic view of the circuit in an indicator for 
the signalling system in fig. 1, 

30 Fig. 3 is a perspective view seen obliquely from above of the 
indicator in the form of a disc. 

Fig. 4 is a side view in fragments and partly in section of a 
magazine for the discs in fig. 3, and 

35 

Fig. 5 is the magazine in fig. 4 seen from above. 



8NSOOCI0 <WO 9924046^ 1J_> 



wo 99/24948 



7 



PCT/DK98/00437 



10 



20 



25 



The signalling system according to the invention in fig. 1 
comprises a remote control 1 with a keyboard 2 and a display 3, 
and in this case, two transmitters 4 and a number of indicators 
5 each in the form of a disc as shown in fig. 2 and 3. 

Fig. 2 shows a circuit 6 in such a disc. The circuit comprises a 

receiver 7, a caller 8, a battery 9, and a switch in the form of 

a red-switch 10. The entire circuit is enclosed in a flat 
housing 11 forming the exterior of the disc. 



The discs are preceded with each their code which in the case of 
the disc in fig. 3 is the number 17 which is clearly marked on 
the outside of the disc. The disc 17 is furthermore provided 
with an imprint which can be an advertisement and/or 
15 instructions on how the system functions and is used. The 
reference number 13 indicates a caller in the form of a light - 
emitting diode. 



It is in this case assumed that the transmitters 4 are 
functioning with an infrared pulse technique. In practise, the 
transmitters are placed on the ceiling of a restaurant (not 
shown) so that their infrared rays can reach a large area in the 



room. 



When a guest wants e.g. a hot meal, he or she approaches the 
counter (not shown) of the restaurant and gives an order and 
normally pays at the same time. As receipt, the guest receives a 
disc which e.g. might be the disc 17. The guest places this disc 
on his table and now calmly waits for the food to be ready for 
30 handing over. 

When this is the case, the staff enters the number 17 on the 
keyboard 2 of the remote control 1 for the transmitters 4 via 
wires 14. Thereby, the transmitters are made to emit infrared 
35 rays 15 into the room in a form that represents the number 17. 

The disc 17 is the only disc which is coded with this specific 
number. It is therefore only the receiver 7 of the disc 17 that 
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is now activated by the emitted infrared rays. The receiver in 
the circuit 6 of the disc in its turn activates the caller 8 
which in the case shown in fig. 3 is the light-emitting diode 
13. In other cases, the caller can be a sound emitter. 

The guest, who is thereby informed that the meal is ready to be 
fetched, then walks up to the counter and receives the ordered 
meal against returning the disc to the staff who then places the 
disc in the magazine 19 shown in fig. 4 and 5. 

Alternatively, the guest calls the staff by e.g. waving the disc 
in order to have the meal served at the table. 



The magazine consists of a vertically placed tube 20 with a 
15 wide, longitudinal slot 16. On the inner side of the tube 20 
opposite the slot 16, a longitudinal magnetic list 17 is placed 
that fits a notch 18 made in each disc 5. 
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AS shown in fig. 2, the switch 10 in the form of a red-switch is 
situated immediately behind this notch 18. When the discs are in 
the magazine 19, the switch is therefore affected by a magnetic 
field which switches off the switch so that the circuit 6 no 
longer uses power. Thereby, the active life of the battery is 
advantageously prolonged. 

At the bottom, the magazine has a projecting stop which prevents 
the stack of discs from falling out of the magazine but allows 
the bottom disc and only this to be pulled out as the stop is 
placed in such a way that the lower edge of the tube is placed a 
little above the top side of the bottom disc. 

When a new guest orders a product, the staff pulls the bottom 
disc out of the magazine and gives it to the guest. As soon as 
the disc is out of the magazine, the magnetic action on the 
switch 10 stops, and the disc is therefore immediately 
Operational again. 
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CLAIMS 

1. A signalling system for controlling the service at a 
restaurant where a guest at e.g. a counter can order a 
product, such as a hot meal for later handing over, 
characterised in that the system conprises at least one 
transmitter (4) arranged to, upon operation, emit wireless 
signals that represent a number of predetermined codes; and 
a number of indicators (5) each having its own receiver (7) 
which is preceded individually with one of the codes for, 
upon receipt of a wireless signal representing the 
respective code, activating a caller (8) belonging to the 
indicator to, with a sound and/or light signal, call a 
guest who has been given the indicator in question in 

15 connection with his order. 

2. A signalling system according to claim 1, characterised in 
that a remote control (1) with a keyboard (2) arranged to, 
upon entry of one of each of the predetermined codes, make, 
the transmitter (4) emit a wireless signal which represents 
the entered code belongs to the transmitter. 



20 



3. A signalling system according to claim 1 or 2, 
characterised in that the transmitter (4) is placed at a 

25 relatively high place, such as the ceiling of the 

restaurant . 

4. A signalling system according to claim 1, 2, or 3, 
characterised in that the transmitter (4) is arranged to 
emit wireless signals in the form of infrared light. 



30 



5. A signalling system according to each of the claims 1-4, 
characterised in that each indicator (5) comprises a 
preferably flat housing (11), and that the receiver (7) and 

35 the caller (8) are built into this housing (11). 

6. A signalling system according to claim 5, characterised in 
that a battery (9) furthermore is built into the housing 
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(11) for via a switch (10) supplying the receiver (7) and 
the caller (8) with current. 

7. A signalling system according to claim 5 or 6, 
5 characterised in that a text (12) and/or an illustration at 

least comprising the mark of the respective code is placed 
on the exterior of the housing (11) . 

8. A signalling system according to each of the claims 1-7, 
10 characterised in that a magazine (19) belongs to the system 

for. by preferably vertical stacking, storing indicators 
(5) that are not in use, and that this magazine comprises a 
magnetic list (17) extending along the stacked indicators 
and serving for switching off the switches (10) of these 
15 indicators (5). 

9. A signalling system according to claim 8, characterised in 
that the magnetic beam of the magazine at the bottom has a 
stop extending mainly transversely to the magnetic list 

20 (17). 

A method for controlling the service at a restaurant where 
a guest at e.g. a counter can order a product, such as a 
hot meal for later handing over, characterised in that the 
guest upon ordering receives an indicator (5) with a 
individually precoded wireless receiver,, that the staff, 
when the product is ready for handing over, by means of a 
transmitter (4) emits a wireless signal which represents 
the code of the handed-over indicator (5), that the 
receiver (7) thereby activates a caller (8) which belongs 
to the indicator (5) and. with e.g. a sound and/or light 
signal, which calls the guest who then receives the ordered 
product in return for the indicator (5). 
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FIG. 3 
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